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Abstract 
The Internet, World Wide Web, and related information technologies, originally 
developed in western countries, have rapidly spread to a great variety of countries and cultures.  
Many of these technologies facilitate and mediate interpersonal communication, an activity 
whose modes and means bind closely to cultural norms and values.  This article provides a 
theoretical integration of Hall’s (1976) framework for culture values together with Information 
Boundary Theory, a model for understanding privacy and related issues that arise when personal 
information is shared or exchanged using information technology.  The resulting hybrid 
framework can help understand and predict individuals’ reactions to various communication-
related IT applications (e.g., email, e-commerce sites, web-logs, bulletin boards, newsgroups) in 
diverse cultural contexts.  An application of the framework to cultural settings in Middle Eastern 
nations concludes the article. 
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Designing and Implementing Culturally-Sensitive IT applications:  
The Interaction of Culture Values and Privacy Issues in the Middle East 
In this information age, communication freely occurs across many parts of the world.  
People in many countries receive, transfer, and exchange information anywhere, anytime, and 
with almost anyone with the help of information technology (IT).  Constraints of time and 
distance that existed before are gradually diminishing with the global spread of IT (Kedia and 
Bhagat, 1988; Roche, 1992; Shore, 1996). But the information age also presents many challenges 
as the use of knowledge becomes more influential over the productivity of societies, 
organizations, and individuals.  The idea of the “Global Village” may have become more 
accepted and widespread, but information technology planners and proponents still need to 
consider carefully the myriad differences among cultures as they work to implement new forms 
of technology in new cultural settings.  
Cultural values held in common by individuals within societies reflect a complex of 
preferred behavioral patterns for social interaction, communication, and exchange (Adler, 2001; 
Schneider and Barsoux, 1997).  As such, cultural values influence the typical ways in which 
communication artifacts (e.g., telephones; Gao, 2001; Marcus, 2001; Cole and O’Keefe, 2000; 
Honold, 1999; Sifianou, 1989) are used within a society.  Adler’s (2001) work, in particular, 
supports the need for cultural awareness, sensitivity, and understanding with regard to how 
differing cultural values affect the adoption of communication artifacts; as well as how the 
Internet and new technologies impact cross-cultural management.  As such, newer forms of 
Internet-based communications such as email, instant messaging, chat, newsgroups, web logs, 
and certain varieties of peer-to-peer application are likewise subject to differences in how 
individuals perceive information, how individuals value information, and how individuals 
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exchange information.  Although servers, fiber optics, and other technological infrastructure 
elements may be universal, user functions and interfaces may need to accommodate differences 
in cultural values by offering localizations (Gould, Zakaria, and Mohd Yusof, 2000; Marcus, and 
Gould, 2000; Arnold, 1998; Barber and Badre, 1998; Avgerou, 1996; Volkow, 1996).  The 
overused expression, “Think Globally, Act Locally” seems meaningfully applicable to the 
development of culturally sensitive IT applications.  Prior research supports the idea that the 
success or failure of design and implementing IT applications cross-culturally depends on locally 
and culturally specific norms and values (Straub, Loch and Hill, 2001; Olaniran, 2001; 
Martinson and Westwood, 1997; Shea and Lewis, 1996; Shore, 1996; Straub, Keil and Brenner, 
1997).  With that in mind, hence it is useful to note that assumptions made in regards to changes 
in behaviors for successful technological transference and changes may not be as valid in the 
recipient culture as they may have been in the donor culture. Essentially, societal values manifest 
in a particular national culture does affect global information technology planning and 
management. (Veiga, Floyd, Dechant, 2001; Aladwani, 1999, 2000; Harris and Davidson, 1999, 
Palvia and Hunter, 1996; Mejias et al., 1996; Abdul-Gader, 1990). 
As IT enhances the speed and expands the available modes of information exchange, 
culturally guided behaviors can either facilitate or impede the process of communicating 
information.  Individuals within cultures define the value of information differently; what is 
considered useful, meaningful, and worth communicating among individuals in one culture may 
not be considered so by people from another culture.  Culture appears so complex and 
multifaceted, however, that it appears difficult to understand how these variations might manifest 
in different settings.  Some information technology designers may feel a sense of bewilderment 
when considering the myriad ways in which information technology might beneficially be 
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tailored to fit into new countries and cultural settings; particularly when the transference of IT 
from one culture to another culture; from creators to users pose problems to organizations in a 
global setting (Straub, et al., 2001; Cunningham and Srayrah, 1994).    
The present paper takes an “information boundary” framework (Stanton, in press), useful 
for understanding mediated communications, data sharing, and privacy concerns pertaining to IT, 
and integrates it in to a culture values framework derived from research in cross-cultural 
psychology.  By merging a cross-cultural theory with this information boundary framework, the 
paper provides an analysis of the implications of culture for information technology deployment 
as well as technology management research and practice.  Although this merged framework 
likely has broad applicability, we focus our discussion on Middle Eastern nations and Arabic 
nations in particular.  Many scholars studying technology in the Arab world have focused 
sharply on the technology, but may have not fully considered some unique dimensions of Arabic 
culture (Fandy, 2000).  For example, the very few studies that have examined the role of culture 
in technology transfer in the Arab world (e.g., Straub et al., 2001) have indicated that, “Arab 
cultural beliefs were a very strong predictor of resistance to IT” (Straub et al., 2001, pg. 6).   
Hall’s (1976) contextual theory provides a particularly suitable cultural framework, 
because of its emphasis on understanding the way individuals within a culture communicate with 
one another.  We begin the remainder of the paper with a brief review of culture value 
frameworks and a more detailed examination of Hall’s contextual dimension.  Subsequently, we 
describe the information boundary framework and synthesize the components of the framework 
with Hall’s contextual dimension.  Finally, the paper discusses the range of cultural values 
present in the Middle East, with an emphasis on the diversity of cultural configurations present in 
the region. This discussion serves a springboard to using the cross-cultural theory of information 
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boundaries to facilitate understanding of information technology adoption and use within 
organizations in the Middle East. The paper includes the presentation of a set of research 
propositions that could serve as the basis of some confirmatory and development of the cross-
cultural theory of information boundaries.  
Brief Overview of Cross-Cultural Value Systems  
According to Hofstede (1984, p.18) a value is a “ broad tendency to prefer certain states of 
affairs over others”. Schwartz (1992, p.2) provided a more elaborate definition that states that 
values are “desirable states, objects, goals, or behaviors, transcending specific situations and 
applied as normative standards to judge and to choose among alternative modes of behavior”. 
Together, these definitions propose that a value is an overarching concept that spans a variety of 
situations and actions. Values influence the way people perceive and evaluate the world around 
them; values also help people to select appropriate actions for interacting with their 
surroundings. With respect to understanding the conceptual role of values, theorists suggest that 
values do not directly influence people’s behavior (Schwartz, 1999). However, values do have an 
indirect influence on behavior through attitudes and goals. Additionally, the values of members 
of a group can influence societal structures (Hofstede, 1980) and ecological factors such as 
technological advancement (Gidden, 1984). 
Because values link socio-cultural factors to individual behaviors they can be represented at 
the individual level as well as the cultural or societal level. At the individual level, values serve 
as guiding principles in life that motivate and direct activities toward certain goals (Rokeach, 
1973; Schwartz and Bilsky, 1987, 1990). However, not all values are equally important in a 
person’s life. Researchers propose that the nature of relationship among the different values is 
that of compatibility and conflict. If there is a set of values that serve as “guiding principles” in 
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one's life, then there must also exist elsewhere a set of values that are opposed to the person’s 
fundamental beliefs and preferences (Schwartz, 1992). The basic hypothesis of cultural value 
studies is that people differ in their value orientation, which causes differences in their overt 
behaviors. Values that are compatible with one another are more likely to reside in a single 
individual as opposed to values that are incompatible. For example, a person high on 
individualism, when working in a group setting, is likely to focus on meeting his or her own 
goals (e.g., promotion, pay raise) rather than the overall group’s goals (e.g., increasing the 
group’s productivity by helping a co-worker). It is unlikely that strongly individualistic and 
strongly collectivist values (allocentrism and ideocentrism in the words of Triandis, Leung, 
Villareal, and Clack, 1985) will reside in the same individual. 
Cultural or societal level values represent implicit and explicit ideas shared among a 
group about what events, characteristics, and conducts are good, right, and desirable in society 
(William, 1968, 1970). Such values are said to influence cultural norms in the society including 
norms pertaining to appropriate uses of technology.  Societal and cultural values also influence 
social interactions (whether or not these are mediated by technology) by framing the nature of 
relationships among individuals and between individuals and institutions (Aycan et al, 2000, 
Schwartz, 1999). 
Hall’s Culture Values Framework 
Hall (1976) developed an intercultural theory that examines communication at an 
interpersonal level.  His work emerged from realization of the importance of intercultural 
understanding for facilitating effective communication among and between individuals from 
different cultural backgrounds.  Hall’s work has provided a substantial contribution within a 
larger community of researchers who share a common interest in investigating intercultural 
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communications (e.g., Adler, 2001; Chen and Starosta, 1998; Ting-Toomey and Chung, 1996; 
Triandis, 1994; Gudykunst and Ting-Toomey, 1988).   
Hall’s frameworks include several dimensions that vary across cultures (e.g., the meaning 
and importance of “time”), but we focus in this paper on the dimension with the strongest 
connection to communications and privacy issues: the contextual dimension.  Hall asserts that 
cultures vary in the degree to which contextual elements matter in interpersonal communication.  
Hall’s contextual dimension reflects the ways in which individuals perceive information, 
exchange information, use information, and communicate it. In his book, ‘Beyond 
Culture,’(1976) he refers to context as the situational and informational aspect of message 
sharing.  Milward (2000) further highlights the point that context not only influences what is 
being said; yet it comprises when, where, who, and how.  Thus, in Hall’s framework, context 
refers to the degree to which the communication situation contains information that is essential 
for receipt and understanding of a message.  Message senders take the communication context 
into account as they formulate a message, and, to varying degrees, message receivers must 
interpret the message using unique cues obtained from the communication context. 
Although Hall describes context as a continuum, varying from high to low, to promote 
clarity he typically describes the contrast between the two extremes.  For example, Hall (1976) 
defines high context communication as situations “...in which most of the information is in the 
physical context or internalized in the person, while very little is a coded, explicit, transmitted 
part of the message” (p. 91).  The receiver of the information in high context society has of 
course been ‘programmed’ to receive the information from the context because context is usually 
implicit, rather than explicit; this implies a sharing of assumptions. To paraphrase, in a high 
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context society, many or most messages can be terse because both speaker and listener assume a 
large store of shared knowledge. 
In contrast, Hall (1976) defines low context as situations in which in the following way, 
“the mass of the information is vested in the explicit code” (p.91).  Thus, in a low context 
culture, senders assume little or no shared knowledge with receivers.  Thus, senders typically 
pack a great deal more information into a message.  Importantly, this higher information load 
includes non-verbal as well as verbal information.  In low context messaging environments, 
emotional tone and meta-messages (e.g., sarcasm) must explicitly be transmitted, often by means 
of facial expressions and other body language.  On an associated point, Hall says that, “Members 
of cultures in which low-context messages predominate… are sensitive to dispositional 
characteristics and tend to attribute others’ behavior to characteristics internal to the individual 
(e.g. personality) ” (Triandis, 1994, p.127).  Thus with the diminished import of the local 
communication context in message transmission, the attributed dependence of motivated action 
on situational constraints is likewise diminished.  
To help clarify these points it may be useful to consider another researcher’s take on 
construct similar to Hall’s context.  Trompenaars (1994) described the ‘Specific-Diffuse’ 
dimension as one of his seven (7) cultural dimensions.  In describing the Specific-Diffuse 
dimension, Trompenaars (1994) states that, “context has to do with how much you have to know 
before effective communication can occur; how much shared knowledge is taken for granted by 
those in conversation with each other; how much reference there is to tacit common ground.” 
(p.89).  Thus, he elaborates that people who are from high context societies normally “circle 
around” a stranger first, get to know the other party in a diffuse manner in order to establish trust, 
only then reveal the relevant information.  On the contrary, in a low context society, 
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Trompenaars suggests that communicating individuals come “straight to the point” without first 
working out the trust status of the relationship between sender and receiver. 
Some examples of high-context societies are Japan, China, and Saudi Arabia.  In these 
societies, individuals develop and make use of extended information networks among family, 
friends, colleagues, and clients.  As a result, for many normal communications individuals do not 
require, nor do they expect, much contextual information to be made explicit in the messages 
sent and received.  Jandt (2001) describes an Arabic communications style as being, “…one that 
emphasizes… repetition, metaphor, and simile” (p.141).  This idea reflects the idea that 
individuals make considerable use of shared contextual information (e.g., the shared knowledge 
basis of metaphors).  At the other end of the spectrum, some examples of low context societies 
include the United States, Germany, and Great Britain.  Interestingly, Ting-Toomey (1988) 
indicates that, in low context cultures such as these, individuals have a greater concern for 
autonomy and privacy.  Table 1.0 provides a broad overview of the contrasting values that 
characterize high and low context societies. 
Taken in overview, Hall’s contextual dimension helps to identify the basis of a powerful 
cultural difference between the low context communications that are the norm in some western 
societies and the high context communications that frequently occur in Arabic and other non-
western societies.  The implications of these differences for the design of communicative 
information technologies will become clearer after an introduction to the motivational aspects of 
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Table 1.0: Contextual Values and Characteristics 
 
Characteristics/Values HIGH LOW 
 
1. Cultural Understanding 
 
Requires an adequate understanding 
of a particular culture in order to 
function well within the society. 
 
Requires little knowledge of culture 
for their members to get along, and 
culture does not play a determinative 
role in forming individual identity. 
 
 
2. Cultural assumptions 
Assume a rich common culture, the 
identity of individual members is 
defined in terms of that culture. 
Assumes a society is based more on 
laws and not humans (i.e. culture). A 
member of any other society can 
function well by simply adhering to 
minimal legal restrictions. 
 
 
3. Nature of information 
Information is implicit, requires little 
information since people are expected 
to have prior knowledge. 
Background information is made 
explicit in an interaction where 
everything is spelled out clearly.  
 
 
4. Information cues 
Transmit important information 
through non-verbal and contextual 
cues. 
 
Transmit important information 
through explicit verbal messages.  
 
5. Speech and style of 
communication  
 Speech and communication is 
indirect, ‘beat around the bush,’ use 
ambiguous language, tend to avoid 
saying no directly to their 
counterparts. 
 
Speech and communication is direct, 
‘straight to the point,’ highly value 
verbal speech, and eloquent speech, 
tends to express opinions and 
intentions freely and directly persuade 




6. Knowledge on 
information required 
Have a wider network, stay well-
informed on   many subjects. 
Verbalize more background 
information, tend not to be well 
informed on subjects outside their 
own subjects or interests. 
 
 
7. Cultural orientation 
Establishment of relationship is 
important prior to getting goals 
achieved, ‘relationship-oriented.’ 
Focus on how to get their objectives 






Feelings and thoughts are not openly 
expressed. Often times, messages 
needs to be ‘read between the lines’. 
 
Texts written for low context 
audiences must describe in detail all 
the relevant cultural features that are 
necessary to understand the text. 
 
9.Cultural distinctions 
between working and 
personal relationships  
Permeates and connect every aspects 
of life in an individual to everything 
else in his/her life.  
 
Compartmentalize their personal 
relationships, their work, and many 




People are homogeneous with regard 
to experiences, information, and 
networks 
 
People carry independent experiences, 
information, and networks, which are 
all based individually. 
Adapted from: Hall, E.T. (1976); Trompenaars, F. (1994); Zakaria, N. (2000); Chen, G.M. (2001); Deresky, H.  
(2002). 
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Overview of Information Boundary Theory 
Information boundary theory (IBT) developed out of research investigating uses of 
monitoring and surveillance information technologies within business organizations.  Analysis of 
multiple waves of interview and survey data (Stanton, in press; Stanton and Weiss, 2000, Stanton 
and Weiss, in press) suggested the viability of synthesizing communications boundary 
management theory (Petronio, 1991), justice theory (Alder, 1998; Alder and Tompkins, 1997), 
and a general expectancy-valence framework for privacy protection (Stone and Stone, 1990).  In 
general terms, IBT predicts that individuals' reactions when information technology is used to 
collect information about them should follow rules for “boundary opening” and “boundary 
closure” originally described by Petronio (1991).  Boundary opening and closure are dynamic, 
psychological processes of regulation by which people attempt to control the flow of “intimate” 
information.  Message senders regulate the flow of information by deciding what information to 
reveal to receivers.  Receivers can also control the flow of information through withholding or 
offering requests for information. 
The ideas of boundary opening and closure are particularly applicable to communicative 
forms of information technology.  E-commerce serves as one possible prototype in this regard 
because customer transactions require revelations of personally relevant information (e.g., 
creditworthiness) to an institutional audience.  IBT could thus predict an individual’s preferences 
and choices regarding the amount and type of personal information that the individual would be 
willing to reveal in various e-commerce scenarios.  Other communicative applications of 
information technology are also relevant here.  The successful application of knowledge 
management software in organizations; list servers, bulletin boards and newsgroups in 
professional organizations; and email and chat for personal purposes all depend upon the degree 
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to which individuals feel comfortable revealing sensitive or intimate information.  Such 
information can relate to any of a variety of domains including work-related (e.g., job 
performance), personal (e.g., information about family members), health related, etc. depending 
upon the communicative situation and its goals. 
IBT describes a set of linked research propositions that predict preferences and behavior 
based on individuals’ beliefs about the nature of their relationship with the institutional or 
individual “other,” the expected uses of revealed information, and the expected benefits of 
revealing information.  As research results from Stanton and Weiss (2000, in press) suggested, 
individuals frame their uses of information technology to transmit information in similar terms to 
those used within human relationships (e.g., "telling about me," "knowing what I'm doing," 
"becoming known," or "becoming visible to others").  Individuals can articulate a personal 
calculus of boundary negotiation, i.e., the conditions under which permitting information flow 
about them is acceptable or unacceptable.  The negotiation of boundaries depends upon the status 
of the relationship between the individual sending the information and the audience (individual 
or institutional) receiving it.  A shorthand term for the relationship status that is most conducive 
to the opening of boundaries is “trust.”  Where trust exists between senders and receivers, 
boundaries should open to the flow of more and more "intimate" types of information content.  
Incorporating the justice perspective, intimate, in this context, refers to information that is 
personally relevant and meaningful.  To the extent that trust does not exist or has faltered in the 
relationship, senders may attempt to close boundaries to all but the most basic types of 
information.  Senders evaluate receiver requests for information in light of the trust in the dyad 
and fairness concerns about the information.  Senders also open boundaries for the transmission 
of personal information that can serve instrumental or expressive ends.  Finally, a zone of 
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acceptance exists in which senders transmit routine forms of information across boundaries 
without explicit consideration of instrumental or value-expressive goals. 
At root, IBT is a motivational theory that posits three different types of motivation for 
information boundary regulation plus an important edge condition.  First, individuals regulate 
information flow based on the current level of trust in the sender-receiver relationship.  Trust and 
fairness bind tightly together because trust represents an expectation or belief regarding the 
likelihood of fair treatment by another party.  In a low trust relationship, the parties to the 
relationship have few or no expectations of fair treatment by each other, and thus information 
boundaries tend to stay closed.  In a high trust relationship the parties have substantial 
expectations of fair treatment by each other, and information boundaries tend to stay open.  
Second, individuals regulate information flow for instrumental purposes.  Instrumental 
motivations reflect desired end states, and individuals tend to open boundaries in expectation of 
reaching those end states.  For example, revealing one’s health problems to an insurance 
company in hope of receiving reimbursement represents opening the information boundary for 
an instrumental purpose.  Third, individuals regulate information flow for expressive purposes.  
This motivation captures the idea that some communication occurs for largely cathartic reasons.  
As an example, consider the phenomenon of web logging: “Bloggers” publicize the details of 
their daily lives as a form of self-expression.  Finally, information boundary theory posits an 
edge condition, known as the “zone of acceptance.”  This idea recognizes the fact that in some 
routine forms of communication no explicit evaluation of information boundaries occurs.  Some 
forms of communication (e.g., introducing oneself by first name) occur without conscious 
consideration by the sender of the motivational valence of the transmitted information. 
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The Effects of Context on Information Boundary Regulation 
Pook and Fustos (1999) found that differences between national cultures apparently 
influence the availability and dissemination of information.  Cultural differences seem to play a 
role in determining what information is transmitted, who receives the information, and the 
allowable circumstances under which different types of communication can occur.  Furthermore, 
issues of personal privacy, workplace privacy, physical and social space, monitoring and 
surveillance, autonomy and intimacy also vary from culture to culture.  While it might be more 
acceptable to share private information with “socially distant” institutions (e.g. e-commerce 
vendors, or foreign firm) in low-context cultures, this may not hold in high-context cultures.   
In this section, we integrate Hall’s high and low contextual values by linking them to the 
three motivational elements and the edge condition described in IBT.  For each of these pieces, 
we describe how high and low context cultures differ and we present research propositions that 
summarize our arguments. 
Context and Trust/Fairness Motivations 
In high context societies people must establish and maintain trusted personal 
relationships in to communicate in an effective way.  Developed personal relationships act as the 
contextual “glue” that allows high context communication (with its terse, situationally dependent 
messages) to occur.  For example, a business conversation in a high context society might 
typically involve an elongated introductory period to establish a friendly ambiance and the 
intimacy that in turn promote an effective communicative environment.  The business agenda 
itself would not enter the conversation until this environment was fully established.  Hall (1976) 
asserted that high-context people place a lot of emphasis on relationships and common implicit 
understanding of how members of the community should conduct themselves.  So if trust is to be 
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developed one needs to know whom one is dealing with.  In essence, establishing rapport and 
getting to know people is a critical precursor to the revelation of instrumentally relevant 
information.  Note that the revelation of personally relevant information is one way in which 
intimacy (and later trust) can be fostered in an interpersonal relationship (Petronio, 1991). 
In contrast, low-context cultures build on explicit rules and procedures to facilitate rapid 
communication with “socially distant” individuals and institutions.  In some communication acts, 
low-context individuals could be characterized as “task oriented.”  Individuals in low context 
societies may place greater reliance on written agreements (e.g., contracts, legal agreements, 
companies policies and procedures) in which information exchange can occur not as a result of 
trust in the relationship, but rather in the procedures adhered to and tasks achieved.  As 
Trompenaars (1994) suggested, individuals in low context societies often work on the “getting to 
know you” interpersonal concerns only after a basis for mutual interests is well established. 
Proposition 1a: In a high context society, communicative behaviors reflecting trust-
building and expressive motivations must usually precede communications for instrumental 
purposes.  In a low context society the precedence is often reversed. 
Proposition 1b: In a high context society, communicative information technologies used 
for instrumental purposes (e.g., e-commerce), will have a greater likelihood of success if they 
incorporate functional elements to help establish trust between the parties.  In a low context 
society, contractual agreements (e.g., privacy policies) may suffice in place of trust relationships. 
Context and Instrumental Motivations 
Instrumental motivations essentially work on a principle of reciprocity.  From an 
information boundary regulation perspective, individuals are motivated to reveal information if 
they perceive the potential outcome as favorable or expected: “…actions are assumed to occur in 
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relation to these induced valences and the person’s expectations about the likelihood of 
achieving the outcomes and future consequences” (Feather, 1988, p.105).  Note that not all 
favorable outcomes need be monetary or otherwise tangible.  Political maneuvering, for instance, 
often includes acts of communication (e.g., ingratiation) that have intangible goals such as 
influence over someone’s future behavior.  Because of the primacy of relationship-based 
transactions in high context societies, such intangible outcomes of communication may hold 
higher value for communicators than intangible outcomes. 
Proposition 2a: In high context societies, instrumental motivations for boundary 
regulation will primarily emphasize intangible outcomes (e.g., receiving a future favor in 
exchange for some valuable information), whereas in low context societies, instrumental 
motivations for boundary regulation will primarily emphasize tangible outcomes (e.g., a 
monetary reward in exchange for some valuable information). 
Proposition 2b: Communicative information technologies designed for high context 
societies will improve their success by incorporating intangible rewards (e.g., granting of 
privilege or access) to encourage information revelation, whereas technologies designed for low 
context societies will succeed by incorporating tangible rewards (e.g., money or prizes) to 
encourage information revelation. 
Context and Expressive Motivations 
IBT predicts that the extent to which people express intimate information by opening up 
information boundaries depends on the status of relationship and level of trust established.  At 
the same time, however, the theory posits a purely expressive motive for some types of 
communication.  In high context societies, the more trustworthy the relationship is, the more 
willingness people may have to express intimate.  In low context societies, such a high degree of 
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association or affiliation may be less necessary for intimate revelation and public expression for 
expression’s sake has a greater likelihood of occurrence (think of the commonplace U.S. practice 
of confiding in a stranger while on a trip).  Thus expressive motivations in a high context society 
are likely to promote intimate revelation only within the context of the existing network of 
relationships.  In low context societies, expressive motivations can promote intimate revelation 
to a larger audience of non-network members. 
Proposition 3a: In high context societies, boundaries tend to remain closed in public 
contexts: Individuals will rarely communicate sensitive or intimate information to anyone 
outside their personal network.  In low context societies, expressive motivations can open 
boundaries, such that individuals will more freely communicate sensitive or intimate information 
outside of their personal network for purposes of self-expression. 
Proposition 3b: Communicative information technologies designed for purposes of self-
expression will fail in high context societies unless access controls restrict access to a group of 
users designated by the communicator.  In low context societies, communicative information 
technologies designed for purposes of self-expression can succeed without such controls. 
In high context societies, individuals produce messages that are indirect and subtle. People 
express important information reference to contextual cues, rather than actual language codes.  
As Hall (1959) describes, people in high context cultures are more often silent about their 
feelings and thoughts.  For high context people, one must “read between the lines” in order to 
understand the true meaning of a message (Deresky, 2002). The concept of ‘saving face’ 
examined by Ting-Toomey (1988) describes one reason why high context people are often 
cautious and/or ambiguous in their speech: to avoid causing embarrassment or humiliation to 
others.  Conversely, in low context societies, people may express opinions and intentions more 
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freely and may more often say what they literally want people to understand.  Individuals’ 
expressions appear in a more explicit manner that describes the situational elements needed to 
understand the text (Hall, 1976).  In a low context society, individuals tend to produce important 
messages through use of explicit verbal codes.  
Proposition 3c: In high context societies, expressive communications are terser and contain 
more unexpressed or implied elements than expressive communications in low context societies 
do.  In low context societies, expressive communications contain a greater proportion of explicit 
messages (e.g., pertaining to tone, affective content, etc.). 
Proposition 3d: While pure-text communication technologies can easily serve expressive 
communication goals in low context societies, in high context societies pure-text will not provide 
as satisfactory a medium for expression.  Although most individuals enjoy multimedia modes of 
self-expression over pure-text modes, the difference in preferences will be more pronounced in 
high context societies. 
Context and the Zone of Acceptance 
IBT predicts that there is a threshold level below, which requested information is freely 
revealed because the request is routine.  In low context societies, a great variety of information is 
routinely exchanged in daily communication transactions because frequent contacts between 
“socially distant” parties ensures that little shared context exists in many conversations.  A 
classic example in western societies appears in customer service calls.  One routinely divulges 
name, address, phone number, and various other elements of personal information by telephone 
to a complete stranger in customer service, sometimes multiple times in a single call.  In high 
context societies such intimate communications transactions between strangers may occur less 
frequently, and thus the sense that an information request is routine may be less common. 
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Proposition 4a: In high context societies, relatively few pieces of personal or intimate 
information fall within the zone of acceptance when the information request comes from outside 
an individual’s personal network.  In low context societies, the necessary frequency of such 
requests tends to make the zone of acceptance larger (i.e., more different kinds of personal or 
intimate information considered routine). 
Proposition 4b: Information technologies that request personal or intimate information 
from individuals in high context cultures will have a greater proportion of requests that fall 
outside the zone of acceptance.  Thus some information requests considered routine in a low 
context culture would trigger evaluation in a high context culture and thus be subject to trust, 
instrumental, or expressive motivational considerations.   
Culture values work as filters in processing social and other forms of information. Triandis 
(1994) called this idea the “glasses through which we see the world,” Plous (1993) referred to it as 
the cultural “frame of mind,” and Hofstede (1997) labelled it the “software of the mind.”  Kirlidog 
(1996) observed that the socio-cultural environment in which IT is deployed has substantial 
influence over technology’s success.  Communication technologies, in particular, only function 
properly if they facilitate culturally acceptable modes of communication.  Although some users 
may exhibit a substantial degree of flexibility, transcending cultural preferences and adapting to 
a disruptive technology, broadly successful deployment of a new communications technology 
must include localizations that enhance the “fit” of the technology to the culture (Harris and 
Davidson, 1999).  We believe that our synthesis of “Contextual IBT” provides some useful 
insights into expected differences between high and low context cultures on preferences for 
communications technology.  In the following section we examine the specific application of our 
synthesis to Arabic cultures. 
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Applications of Contextual IBT In Arabic Cultures 
In this paper we have chosen to limit our discussion to a relatively homogeneous set of 
Arabic Middle-Eastern cultures; since there are so many different cultures in the Middle East it 
would be difficult to adequately integrate all of them in a brief paper such as this.  According to 
Chen (2001), “…to understand a person’s communication behavior or to communicate 
effectively with a person from a different culture, it is first necessary to understand the person’s 
culture.” (p.56).  Thus, it is practical to begin this section with a brief overview of the 
communication-related Arabic cultural values pertaining to establishing rapport, conducting 
meetings, the use of non-verbal cues, negotiation, and persuasion.  
Many studies that have investigated the Arabic culture establish that the cultures are 
dominated and guided by its Islamic values (Jandt, 2001; Elashmawi, 1989).  These values 
include spiritual beliefs, lifestyles, laws, and government. “Religion plays a vital role in Arab 
culture, influencing most decisions in life and business.” (Elashmawi and Harris, 2000, p. 51). A 
strong value lies in the faith in God; faith becomes not only an important motivational tool in 
daily life, but also affects how Arabs perceive future undertakings.  Arabs are inclined to say 
“Inshaallah” which means “If God is willing” when discussing and mentioning a future event 
(Straub et al., 2001; Jandt, 2001, Scarborough, 1998). 
Specific studies of the Arabic Middle-Eastern culture have also suggested that there are 
three basic cultural values in common: collectivism, honor and hospitality (Feghali, 1997, 
Mackey, 1987; Dodd, 1973).  Collectivism is considered the most desired value within the 
Arab’s value system (Buda and Elsayed-Elkhouly, 1998; Khalid 1977 in Feghali 1997, Badawy, 
1980).  Conversely, in a study by Elashmawi (1993), he stipulates that Arab culture as neither 
individualistic as an American nor collectivistic as a Japanese, yet more oriented towards 
Culture, Privacy, and IT in the Middle East  22 
 22 
maintaining their own family security and depending heavily on God for destiny.  This point was 
supported by Feghali (1997) when she mentioned that social life in the Arab world is 
characterized by mutual interdependence where precedence is given to one’s family and 
community over one’s own individual needs and goal. 
Another strong value is hospitality and friendship (principally influenced by both 
Bedouin culture and Islamic teachings).  This value represents a desirable quality that symbolizes 
status (Feghali, 1997; Barakat, 1993; Elashmawi, 1993; Almaney, 1981).  Honor is also a strong 
value in the Arabic culture and is grounded in “the modesty code” by which family members 
must abide by which also pertains to the collective property of the family (Jandt, 2001; Patai 
1983; Muna, 1980).  “Ties of kinship and tribal ties are intense, as is distrust of outsiders. Arabs 
will defend the honor of their families without regard for culpability” (Scarborough, 1998, 
p.111).  
In the light of Hall’s (1976) high vs. low context framework, this discussion clearly 
indicated that Arabic cultures could be fruitfully described as “high context.”  Indirect and 
implicit coding of messages in the context of the interaction is the way Arabs save-face and 
display courtesy where the need to maintain pride and face is of high priority (Feghali 1997; 
Mackey, 1987).  Arab culture has also been labeled as “contact culture” where Arabs have 
stronger emphasis on people and personal contact and much less on institutionally derived 
procedures and rules; thus putting personalization of relationship more important, and issue of 
privacy less or even not so important (Scarborough, 1998).  “…in the Arab culture, it matters 
who you are—not just what your job is” (Pugh, 1993, p.127). Arabs tend to know more about 
each other than Westerners because the Arabs make no distinction between public and private 
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self. As such, privacy in Arab is gained through psychological rather than physical separation 
from immediate surroundings (Feghali,1997). 
Implications for the Design and Implementation of Culturally-Sensitive IT 
The 1990s saw substantial growth in the use of information technologies in middle-
eastern Arab countries such as Egypt, Jordan, and Dubai in both the government and private 
sectors (Straub et al., 2001, Hill, et al., 1998).  One of the outcomes of these deployments has 
been the elimination of the traditional boundaries of time and space and the decrease of face-to-
face interactions.  At the same time the communications emphasis has shifted from a local 
context to a global one (Fandy, 2000).  The deployment of these new communicative 
technologies in such high context societies has presented a variety of new challenges.  Few 
networking technologies were designed with face-to-face interaction in mind and fewer still were 
designed to facilitate the development of interpersonal relationships and credibility on the basis 
of informal oral agreements.  In particular, typical email and groupware packages do not 
facilitate the building of trust in Arabic cultures.  Trust in the Arab society is gained through 
relationships where face-to-face interaction is the medium (Hasan and Ditsa, 1999).  Trusting 
procedures and information that comes from distant places seems more difficult in Arabic than in 
western cultures where Arabs are selective about who and what to trust (Fandy, 2000).  Their 
values are purely prioritized from building consensus to creating family-like environments 
within organizations, hence restraining the deployment of certain technology interfaces like 
email and groupware (Rose and Straub, 1998; Ali, 1990; Matta & Boutrous, 1989; Badawy, 
1980). As a result, opening of information boundaries for facilitating exchange of information is 
thus not easily attained. 
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It follows that there are a number of actions that IT proponents can take to ensure the 
maximum utilization of their information technology for the benefit of all involved.  Culture 
sensitive designs and implementation strategies can decrease the chances of failure of these 
systems and increase their benefits.  For example, in a culture where the emphasis is on person-
to-person relationships, oral communication and face-to-face interactions it is important to 
preserve some of these interactions to foster trust building (Pugh, 1993; Muna, 1980).  
Communicative technologies should be viewed as a supplement to face-to-face interactions and 
relationships rather than a replacement (Rose and Straub, 1998; Straub et al. 2001).  It is also 
important to design communicative technologies that facilitate face-to-face interaction and oral 
communication over distances.  Technologies such as audio messaging and video-conferencing 
may help to capture some of the features of face-to-face interaction and oral communication.  
These technologies may have their greatest applicability – and be most preferable to email or text 
messaging – when sharing of sensitive information is required.  Also using modern visual and 
object-oriented programming package is highly suggested by Hasan and Ditsa (1999), as it is 
more oriented to objects in real world that integrates data and process. 
Additional emphasis on the idea of culturally sensitive implementation is warranted.  Any 
new information technology poses a number of challenges to its users (e.g., learning the new 
interface).  Usually, skills and knowledge training can help overcome these barriers and thus help 
to ensure successful adoption of the new technology (Veiga, et al., 2001).  If a new technology is 
deployed in such a way that its use runs counter to cultural norms for behavior, however, even 
large amounts of training and high incentives for use of the technology may not be sufficient to 
ensure its adoption.  In a high context culture, new communications technology should be 
introduced in discrete steps, where each step avoids disrupting the network of relationships that 
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has evolved using current technology (or no technology) and that is so crucial in high context 
societies. 
Developing trusting relationships through mediated communication in high context 
societies such as the Arabic countries appears to be a difficult challenge.  Yet creating positive 
reputations and building relationships with employees, customers, or citizens in order to establish 
the level of trust that will enable them to share sensitive information is key to the success of new 
IT.  Software designers must give greater attention to providing tools for establishing 
“community networks” and giving users control over the formulation and maintenance of these 
networks.  When an individual from a high context society sends a message to others within his 
or her community network, the software design should incorporate appropriate (and publicized) 
security features that keep that message “in network.” Such features will allow individuals to 
selectively regulate information boundaries are such that they remain closed to distant 
institutions and individuals, while available and accessible to close community members.  
In the next phase of our research work, we expect to test some of the research 
propositions described in this paper.  Existing evidence suggests that cultural values certainly 
play a role in determining the success of IT applications; our contribution here is a set of theory-
based predictions about how the cultural dimension of context influences decisions as to when, 
why and what private information is revealed or withheld.  Future theory synthesis efforts should 
try to address other dimensions of culture that may have particularly strong influences over the 
success of IT deployment and adoption.  Through development of appropriate theory, researchers 
can understand and predict the impact of technology-driven change on cultures, such as those in 
Arabic countries that are rapidly integrating new technology into business and society.   
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